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Opening a Window to the World
ARTICLE BY AMY

COTTINGHAM

''La testa, i capelli, gli occhi, ... " sing
along to this Italian song while pointing
out the corresponding body parts. With a
partner create a play using African musical instruments to retell a Liberian folktale. Handle an Indian blowgun from the
Amazon rainforest, and listen to firsthand stories of the species of large
snakes there. Join in a conversation
about Haitian refugees, and express
opinions on whether they should be
allowed to immigrate to the United
States. Gently roll thin pieces of seaweed around sticky white rice to prepare nori maki for the week's taste
party. Work to the haunting sound of an
Aboriginal dijeridoo being played as
background music. Admire a Beninian
prince as he eloquently shares his beliefs
about the interdependence of all people
and passes around an Alliance Chain,
made from one piece of wood, which
links together a carved man and woman.
Follow oral directions carefully and fold
an origami crane out of beautiful colored paper. Participate in a poll to determine the favorite taste from a list that
includes such international delights as

had David Douglas (then a counselor at
Lybrook Elementary in Eau Claire, now
at Pine Creek Elementary in West
Ottawa School District) as my instructor! David, who has had extensive experience in race relations and speaks frequently on the subject, had been sought
out to teach the course. Mixing a great
deal of research with much from his personal experience, he created his own
content. His exceptional class, which
focuses on breaking down stereotypes
as well as understanding and accepting
other cultures, opened my eyes to the
severe limitations of my own social studies program (which, as in many public
school fourth grade classrooms across
the state of Michigan, had been primarily
limited to Michigan history). It was his
class which inspired me to do more.
As we know, trying to fit anything
additional into an already overflowing
curriculum is a difficult task, and though
we often have good intentions of using
ideas from conferences and classes, we
frequently never get around to actually
doing it. After David's class, however, I
refused to let that happen again - I felt
too strongly about the importance of my
students having exposure to other cultures. I wanted them to have more than
just a general awareness of the world
around them. As a child I'd had wonderful opportunities overseas, traveling
with my family to Europe and living in
both Italy and Germany. Since then I've
continued traveling - to South America,
Australia, and back to Europe. I am very
cognizant of the advantages those experiences have given me. Wanting to share
them with my students, I incorporated

calamari, ceviche, bulgogi, enchiladas,
chicken vindaloo, akari, andfalafels.
Sound interesting? All of the above
activities and more took place in my
fourth grade classroom over the past
three years. Since taking a graduate level
course on multicultural education during
the summer of 1992 and realizing just
how crucial students' understanding and
appreciation of others is in the classroom, I've made learning about other
countries an instrumental part of my
teaching. How fortunate I was to have
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those skills together throughout the year
in other areas of study as well. Our
media specialist also reemphasizes many
of them throughout the year as she
works with fourth graders intermittently.
I ask that most information be gathered outside of class time, hopefully
through the use of reference books or
software either at home or in the public
library. Through a letter sent home early
in the year, in which the purpose and
expectations of the project are
explained, parents and other family
members are encouraged to work with
their children and often do. The staff of
our local library, now aware of our activity and supportive of it, is equipped to
assist when students arrive seeking
information. There is even a helpful new
policy which allows students to use the
copy machine free of charge while
researching a country. Likewise students
receive assistance in our own media center. Until recent budget cuts, the collection of resources there continued to
expand as our media specialist, partially
in response to our project, ordered new
books. The support we have recieved is
invaluable!
I keep a good variety of resources in
the classroom as well. Sometimes students will choose to do the research and
write-up during our Writers' Workshop
period. One of their favorite resources is
National Geographic Picture Atlas of
Our World (well-illustrated in addition
to being informative, from The National
Geographic Society), but The Usborne
Book of Peoples of the World by Roma
Trundle and The Usborne Book of
Countries of the World Facts by Neil
Champion (both published by EDC
Publishing), and Flags by Kent
Alexander (Mallard Press), are also frequently used. Nystrom's World Atlas: A
Resource for Students also makes a useful reference. I have seen students' interest piqued annually by The World

introductory Italian lessons into my
classroom (both first-year kindergarten
and fourth grade) early on, as soon as I
started teaching. Children had always
been very enthusiastic about the little
taste I'd given them and I was determined to offer them more.
Now my "Country Studies" program
begins the very first week of school
when students are asked to work with
their families to determine their own
heritage. Not only have I found this to be
a great way to get parents involved early
in the school year, but it often generates
parent interest to the degree that several
volunteer speakers (parents and grandparents alike) can be identified long
before we need them. Also, by determining students' cultural background early, I
can do my best to include each country
of origin in our studies throughout the
year (although I'm careful not to overdose on European countries, the ones
they already know more about, since
that would defeat the purpose of multicultural education).
As the second week of school begins,
we formally begin our studies. While a
different country is selected for almost
every week of the year (holiday party
weeks are one exception), the country
closest to my heart is Italy and we've
always started there. It is used as a
model while acquainting students with
expectations for the project.
Throughout each week students are
asked to gather and share information
about, or artifacts from, the selected
country. It can be done individually on a
voluntary basis or in cooperative groups
- I've done both. Children are able to
bring in whatever they choose, but at the
beginning of the year a guide sheet is
given out to assist them in their exploration. In addition, everyone benefits
from an early introduction to, or review
of, research skills such as using an
index, skimming, summarizing, and
note-taking, and we continually practice
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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Almanac and Book of Facts, and many
students purchase it from book clubs
throughout the year or receive it as a gift
from parents!
Ten to fifteen minutes each morning
are allotted for students to share aloud
what they've found. Children are encouraged to bring in more than just encyclopedic information, and it's a pleasure
when National Geographic, Time and
Newsweek magazines appear. When
newspaper or magazine articles are
brought to share, students are asked to
be prepared to summarize the important
facts rather than read the article to us.
(Even though we cover that skill during
the school year, parents' help at home is
usually necessary here.) While sharing
aloud, students become skilled at making eye contact with their peers, as well
as recognizing the importance of using a
voice everyone can hear. After the information is shared orally, all students are
asked to help restate the facts in complete sentences which I (for the sake of
time) transcribe onto the board. Being
able to reword the information means
listening carefully to it, and students' listening skills improve throughout the
year. Later in the day a student will copy
the information (in his/her best cursive
handwriting) onto chart paper that's
kept hanging in the room throughout the
week
In addition to the sharing, students
update a blank world map, locating and
labeling each country, and draw each
country's flag as well. Both papers are
kept in students' Learning Logs - the
three ring binder where important learning materials and information are maintained throughout the year. Any written
notes students bring in are kept in folders ( one for each country studied) which
remain on the shelves for future reference throughout the year.
As often as possible speakers with
personal knowledge of a country are
invited into our classroom during the
MI CHIGAN R EADING J OURNAL

week of focus. Over the years our guests
have included an African prince from
Benin who charmed students throughout
the school, a former Peace Corps volunteer who shared slides and artifacts from
Tunisia, a Swedish friend who, during a
visit stateside, taught students to make
genuine Swedish meatballs, a Norwegian
high school exchange student, two
German grandmothers who brought traditional foods to taste, and dads from
Iran and Guatemala, both of whom had
prepared a small banquet for us. Except
for the prince all were available in our
very small community! I'm always on the
lookout for speakers and it's come to the
point now that I've learned to introduce
myself whenever I hear someone speak
with an accent! Most people I find this
way are very willing to come to school
to share their customs and cultures.
The wrap-up to each country we
study includes our Friday afternoon
"taste party." I keep a hot plate and a
small toaster oven in the room, along
with cooking utensils. Using them, a
small group of students works together
to prepare food from the country that
we've been studying. Children are much
more likely to try unusual food when
they've had a hand in cooking it! On
Fridays, when cooking aromas waft out
our room and down the hall, other students and teachers have come to ask
what's on the menu! Recipes are selected in advance from a variety of international cookbooks I own. It's important to
me that the recipes are as authentic as
possible, and two favorite books are
Cooking the African Way by Constance
Nabwire and Bertha Vining Montgomery
(one of a series from Lerner Publications
Company) and The Frugal Gourmet On
Our Immigrant Ancestors. While during
the first two years I purchased the necessary ingredients, sometimes using my
room budget, financial cuts in the current year have led me to solicit parent
volunteers to send in most of the ingre17

VOLUME

28, No. 4 •

SUMMER

1995

the first three weeks the number of
recalled facts jumped from five to twenty-five, and I expect it will continue to
increase with time. Children are indeed
learning about the world around them in
such a great number of ways. I am too!
I realize my existing program is only
an introduction to students. It's a first
opportunity for many to peek out into
the wide world around them. But it's
amazing how the opened door has led us
into so many other areas. I find students
relating to the world around them in a
whole new way. They are much more
aware of the news, and current events
now mean something to them. During
the past few years students have come
to school anxious to share news they'd
seen on television or found in the newspaper the night before - the caning in
Singapore, the Haitian refugees, a tsunami in Bangladesh, and of course the
Olympics in Norway. How proud they
are to share their knowledge after being
able to connect it to what they have
learned in school! The multicultural
approach has also been invaluable in
building students' prior knowledge and
has contributed significantly to students'
growing interest in local and national
news. It's been such a pleasure to watch
each group of children grow more aware
as the year unfolds!
As time passes I get better and better
at having the program fit into the many
different areas of the curriculum. The
social studies fit is obvious. Even economics is addressed to some degree
since through their own research students are introduced to the differing
money systems around the world. Some
have called banks to find exchange
rates! And because of the limited
amount of time we spend with the program each day, there's still time for
Michigan history. In fact, as a result of
the multicultural studies, students have
a greater understanding of Michigan's
native peoples and immigrants through-

dients. The response has been very positive! I've also found it's a big help to ask
for cooking-related gifts for Christmas
- from those students who want to give
something. In effect they're gifts for the
whole class.
Each year so far enough interest has
been generated by our tastes that
recipes used in class are typed up (by a
parent volunteer) and then at the end of
the year collated into individual cookbooks for students to keep. From the
beginning of the year on, I have students
every week who can't wait to get the
recipes home. It's especially gratifying
when I hear from former students that
the books are being used!
Last year I began taking time after
each taste to review orally what was
learned about the country of the week,
and it was rewarding to hear what had
been retained. Now I've taken that idea
one step farther. Students are asked to
write in silence individually for ten,
sometimes fifteen, minutes putting down
everything they have learned during the
week about the country we've been
studying. The listening skills that students have practiced throughout the
week are proven indispensable here.
Afterwards students count up the number of facts they've each written down,
and groups of four or five then work
together cooperatively for another ten or
fifteen minutes to share the information
among themselves and write as much of
it down as they can, each on his or her
own paper. Everything is entered into
the students' Learning Logs, which students take home at the end of the year
- a keepsake and assessment of much
of what they've learned in our fourth
grade class. After recounting the total
number of facts and marking it in their
notebooks (and more often than not recognizing that as a team they were able to
remember more facts), the partnerships
share with classmates the facts they
wrote down, and get a point for each. In
MI CHIGAN READING JOU RNAL
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out history. I highly recommend an
excellent text we ordered a few years
ago, Nishnawbe: A Story of Indians in
Michigan by Lynn Deur (published by
River Road Publications), which fits in
beautifully with multicultural education.
Additional subject areas are incorporated as well. Last year, when a student
brought in information about the
destructive earthquake which hit India
in the fall (we'd been studying earthquakes and other natural disasters, so it
was already a topic of great interest), the
class decided to do something to help
the victims, and at the students' suggestion we worked to plan and hold a
Saturday bake sale at our local grocery
store. Over $160 was raised which students sent to help survivors of the
quake. Naturally the exercise involved a
great deal of math - from learning to
make change (no longer limited to the
classroom but out in the real world
under real pressure to perform), to figuring out how to minimize the great number of small bills we were dealing with,
to finally purchasing a money order
which was sent to the disaster relief
fund of the students' choice. It provided
many other practical life experiences
outside the classroom as well; we
walked to the bank and then on to the
post office for the final transactions all of which were handled by students,
not me. The experience gave children
the opportunity to deal with the world in
a way that was new for most of them;
they were given a great deal of responsibility to make the project a success, and
a success it was! I doubt students would
have had the same interest in helping
India (which I suspect would have been
just another "foreign" country to them) if
we hadn't been studying countries. And
how pleased they were when we
received a thank you letter!
As demonstrated earlier, our
Language Arts program is also wellenhanced by the country studies - obviMI CHI GAN R EA DIN G J OURNAL

ously through research as students read,
collect information, and practice taking
notes. Speaking and listening skills are
also honed as children make informal
oral presentations. They become more
familiar with libraries and books and are
increasingly cognizant of the value of
both as resources. Teamwork is a product of both the information-sharing at
the end of the week as well as the food
preparation and cooking. In addition to
being an important cooperative learning
activity, the cooking itself strengthens
our reading and math programs. As
cooks, students are exposed to another
type of reading, and they learn firsthand
the importance of following directions
step-by-step - mistakes can have a
drastic effect when the end result is
food! In addition, children are increasing
their vocabulary while working with
some unusual ingredients, and learning
the subtle differences in cooking terminology such as cut, chop and mince, and
new words such as saute and puree.
To extend the multicultural agenda,
my fourth grade colleagues and I added
The Cowtail Switch and Other West
African Stories (a Newbery Honor book
written by Harold Courlander and
George Herzog, and published by Troll
Associates), to our reading selections
last year. My students have worked as
partners, each group with its own story,
and after careful reading and rereading,
have chosen a means of presenting each
story to the rest of the class - with
story-telling, handmade puppets, or
plays. As partners work together, my
Chapter I aide (two days a week) and I
circulate to help students through the
planning stages, offering suggestions,
and checking to be sure students are
prepared to present. What a success
those presentations have been - many
students show such a creative side when
left to their own devices!
While our fourth grades are working
on including more multicultural books
19
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with time and money, we currently use
several excellent examples. Many were
located through the various school book
clubs. The Big Wave, by Pearl S. Buck, is
a newer addition to our reading collection, and it ties in exceptionally well
both with our studies of Japan and of
natural disasters. Little Firefly: An
Algonquian Legend, written and adapted by Terri Cohlene and available from
Watermill Press, is another excellent
selection which includes both expository and narrative reading and is extremely well-suited for integration with
Michigan history. For some years now
we have used Island of the Blue Dolphin
by Scott O'Dell, Shadow of a Bull by
Maia Wojciechowska, and The Hundred
Penny Box by Sharon Bell Mathis. All
are Newbery winners and excellent complements to a multicultural theme. This
year we hope to include Sadako And
The Thousand Paper Cranes by Eleanor
Coerr. Other books I use in reading are
The People Could Fly and Many
Thousand Gone by Virginia Hamilton as
well as additional selections on African
American history, including an wide
assortment of biographies on Martin
Luther King Jr. (two of which are by
Margaret Davidson and Dharathula H.
Millender), Harriet Tubman (by Kate
McMullan), Sojourner Truth (by Patricia
and Fredrick McKissack), and Rosa
Parks (by Rosa Parks and Jim Haskins).
As a fourth grade teacher it has been
interesting to see how well many of
these fit into Michigan history!
In addition to the curriculum areas
which benefit from our Country Studies,
I have found the program instrumental
in raising students' self-esteem. Even
poor readers tend to do well when it
comes to bringing in country information. Speaking skills are a strong suit for
many such students, and by sharing
information orally they are able to contribute regularly. I suspect the fact that
much of the work is done at home with
MI CHIGAN RE A D ING J OU RNAL

parents' help leads to students' success.
I suppose there's a student in almost
every class who purports to dislike
almost everything about school. I used
to be at a loss for how to pull those children in and help them find their niche.
For two years running now I have had
two such students, and much to my pleasure it has been those very students who
were the most enthusiastic about our
Country Studies - especially the cooking and tasting!
While ours is a small community of
mostly European descent, there is a
minority of children, whether through
adoption or birth, that represents other
nationalities. I watched one young
Korean-American boy metamorphose
over the year from being shy about his
birth heritage to being extremely proud
of it. I like to believe that what made the
difference was the fact that he and his
classmates had studied South Korea,
tasted its food, and watched a video
(Discover Korea from The Asia Society)
about a typical day in a Korean boy's life
- learning about the country's customs
-together.
It is my belief that with exposure
comes familiarity, and that an ensuing
understanding and, perhaps most important of all, appreciation will follow. My
hope is that with their newfound knowledge of other peoples and cultures my
students will develop a healthy respect
for those different from themselves.
With greater respect students are more
likely to grow up to be peaceful, loving
neighbors with the other individuals of
our world. At the same time I know that
now all of my students are actively participating in, and contributing to, the
learning process, their language arts
skills are being used and upgraded constantly, and they are finding out how
important those skills are as they work
to discover the wide world around them!

Amy Cottingham currently teaches
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fourth grade at Bridgman Elementary
School. She began teaching fourth grade
while at Ottawa Elementary School in
Buchanan. She is a member of the
Michigan Reading Association.
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